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In this paper, I explore how the luck egalitarian focus on choice and responsibility make it so that 
luck egalitarians cannot justly interpret the choice to do the unpaid labor that supports almost all 
families. In the first section of this paper, I discuss the problem choice presents for luck 
egalitarianism. Unpaid caregivers, usually women, face powerful norms that make it hard to draw the 
choice-luck line on which luck egalitarianism depends. In the second section, I explore the market-
centric definitions of responsibility and prudence at the heart of luck egalitarianism that leave out 
unpaid caregivers. In the third section, I explain the inadequacy of amendments to luck 
egalitarianism that benefit unpaid caregivers. I conclude that luck egalitarianism is ill-equipped to 
handle the demands of the family. Instead, I argue that any comprehensive theory of justice must 
understand and accommodate the family as a major sociopolitical institution and have the ability to 
accommodate the needs of those who care for their families.  
Introduction 
In this paper, I will analyze and evaluate luck egalitarianism’s core claim, as well as some 
amendments to the theory, as it pertains to unpaid care work. I will explore the features of luck 
egalitarianism that make it unable to justly interpret unpaid care work and accommodate unpaid care 
workers.  
Luck egalitarianism is a branch within liberal egalitarian theory, which holds that justice 
requires the distributive agency—usually the state—to neutralize the effect bad luck has on people’s 
lives. 1 Most luck egalitarians address their theories to other egalitarians and assume “equality is the 
default position, morally speaking.”2 The impetus for the development of this branch of egalitarian 
theory came from libertarian attacks on egalitarian frameworks;3 libertarians argued that the 
contemporary egalitarian theory inspired by Rawls’s difference principle did away with the notion of 
personal choice or responsibility, 4 which libertarians, as well as other liberals, hold dear, especially as 
																																																								
1 Will Kymlicka, “Liberal Equality.” In Contemporary Political Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002): 58–96. 
2 Karl Lippert-Rasmussen, Luck Egalitarianism (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2016): 74.  
3 Kymlicka, “Liberal Equality,” 92-93.  
4 Lippert-Rasmussen, Luck Egalitarianism, 7.  
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it relates to self-respect.5 To rebut these charges, luck egalitarians developed a theory that could hold 
onto the often-conflicting values of personal responsibility and equality at the same time.6 Luck 
egalitarians do this by holding people responsible for their choices while compensating them for 
their involuntary misfortune.7  
Within this strain of political theory, there are disagreements among its proponents. The first 
of which is the “equality of what” debate. On one hand, Ronald Dworkin holds that the state must 
distribute resources in accordance with luck egalitarian principles.8 In other words, Dworkin and his 
followers believe that “the best opportunity conception of equality is equality of opportunity for 
resources.”9 Richard Arneson, on the other hand, believes that “equal opportunity for welfare is the 
best interpretation of the ideal of distributive equality.”10 His argument flows from the notion that 
goods are not equally valuable to all; thus, equality of resources will not produce an equal or just 
distribution.11 Still, other luck egalitarians maintain that equality demands that we distribute other 
goods, such as advantage. While this debate brings up important issues within luck egalitarian 
theory, it is not integral to the argument I make in this paper. I will operate under the assumption 
that whatever good luck egalitarians want to distribute, their focus on luck and responsibility fails to 
treat non-wage earners justly.  
According to luck egalitarians, there are two kinds of luck: option-luck and brute-luck. The 
distinction is instructive, as the luck egalitarian core claim maintains that misfortune due to bad 
brute-luck is compensable, while misfortune due to bad option-luck is not. Generally, brute-luck 
																																																								
5 Jonathan Quong, “Left-Libertarianism: Rawlsian Not Luck Egalitarian.” Journal of Political Philosophy 17, no 1 (2011): 64–
89. 
6 Ibid.  
7 Lippert-Rasmussen, Luck Egalitarianism, 2.  
8 Jonathan Wolff, “Fairness, Respect and the Egalitarian Ethos.” Philosophy and Public Affairs 27, no. 2 (1998): 103. 
9 Ibid.  
10 Richard Arneson, “Equality and Equal Opportunity for Welfare,” Philosophical Studies 56 (1989): 77. 
11 Ibid.  
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covers things that do not depend on an agent’s choice or control.12 Brute-luck can encompass social 
characteristics such as race, gender, and so on. Option-luck, on the other hand, is luck that results 
from choices made by agents.13 In the luck egalitarian literature, option-luck is often illustrated using 
gambles in which agents choose to spend some resource (money, time, etc.) to play a game of 
chance. In these examples, luck egalitarians maintain that because an agent chose to gamble, she is 
not entitled to compensation for her loss if the gamble does not turn out in her favor. Proper 
gambling is a useful illustration of the distinctiveness of option-luck, but unamended luck 
egalitarianism analogizes most choices, including choice of occupation, familial relationships, and 
place of residence, to proper gambles.14   
While luck egalitarianism has generated a fair amount of debate among its adherents, it has 
also generated debate among egalitarian theorists who remain unconvinced by the theory. Even 
some luck egalitarians concede that in practice luck egalitarianism is too difficult, too costly, or too 
intrusive for any state to implement. Other liberal egalitarians worry that the luckist element hinders 
luck egalitarianism in realizing a truly egalitarian distribution of some good. In this paper, I expose 
the weaknesses in luck egalitarianism using the case of unpaid caregivers. Unpaid caregivers present 
a unique challenge for a theory of justice that pays little mind to care work and the family in its core 
claim. The focus on choice and responsibility make it so that luck egalitarians cannot justly interpret 
the choice to do the unpaid labor that supports almost all families or justly treat those who do that 
labor.  
 In the first section of this paper, I will explore the tension in the “choice-ness” of luck 
egalitarianism. Unpaid caregivers, usually women, often face powerful norms that make it hard to 
draw the choice-luck line on which luck egalitarianism depends. In the second section, I will explore 
																																																								
12 Lippert-Rasmussen, Luck Egalitarianism, 59.  
13 Ibid, 61.  
14 Elizabeth Anderson, “What is the Point of Equality?”, Ethics 109, no. 2 (1999): 287–337.  
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the market-centric definitions of responsibility and prudence at the heart of luck egalitarianism. Such 
definitions make it impossible for unpaid caregivers, norm-facing or not, to be treated fairly under 
luck egalitarianism. In the third section, I will explore the inadequacy of amendments to luck 
egalitarianism that benefit unpaid caregivers. These amendments make exceptions to the luck 
egalitarian core claim that take the theory down the wrong path. I will conclude that luck 
egalitarianism is ill-equipped to handle the demands of the family. Because of this weakness in luck 
egalitarianism, it fails as a comprehensive theory of justice. Instead, I will argue that any 
comprehensive theory of justice must understand and accommodate the family as a major 
sociopolitical institution and have the ability to accommodate the needs of those who care for their 
families.  
Section 1: The choice-ness of dependent caretaking  
 Luck egalitarianism depends on the distinction between luck and personal choice. At its 
core, luck egalitarianism calls for the remedy of personal misfortune, including vulnerability and 
destitution, where bad brute luck is the culprit, but it does not call for similar intervention when the 
downturn or destitution is considered a result of an agent’s own choice(s) or within an agent’s 
control. In the words of Kasper Lippert-Rasmussen, luck egalitarians do not “object to people being 
worse off than others, when their being so is not the result of their bad luck. Hence, if I freely choose 
to be worse off than others…then the core luck egalitarian claim does not condemn the resulting 
inequality.”15 This distinction between choice and luck has factored heavily into debates within and 
about luck egalitarianism, and in this section, I will present the case of unpaid caregivers to bring out 
the difficulty of using choice to structure distributive justice.   
I define unpaid caregivers as those persons who take care of a home or other people for no 
market wage. Most often, unpaid caregivers are women, who take care of homes and children shared 																																																								
15 Lippert-Rasmussen, Luck Egalitarianism, 2, emphasis added 
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with their partners. And, in most cases, one partner is the breadwinner on whom the caregiver is 
dependent.16 I will focus narrowly on the choice-ness of unpaid care work because it is beyond the 
scope of this paper to consider broadly the choice-ness of any and all actions. I will consider unpaid 
caregivers within luck egalitarian distributive justice, and I will conclude that structural social factors 
make it nearly impossible to treat unpaid care work, as it so stands in society, as a matter of pure 
personal choice. Using choice to structure distributive justice leads luck egalitarians to treat unpaid 
caregivers harshly based on their personal choices, though personal choices are nearly impossible to 
separate from their social conditions.  
 Though luck egalitarians do not often address unpaid care work directly, its core claim treats 
the choice to do unpaid care work as any other option-luck situation.17 As mentioned above, an 
option-luck situation amounts to a kind of voluntary gamble, and misfortune brought on by these 
voluntary gambles need not be compensated.18 For example, luck egalitarians hold that if a rock 
happens to crash into an agent’s car, depriving her of a means to get to work, she deserves some 
sort of compensation for the lost wages because the falling rock was completely out of her control. 
But, if an agent decides to pursue music as a career, she does not deserve compensation if her 
musical endeavors do not pan out. Because she knew that music was a risky career to pursue and 
had control over her career path, she does not deserve compensation. Luck egalitarians are apt to 
analogize the unpaid caregiver’s situation with that of the musician. The luck egalitarian core claim 
holds that, like the musician, she voluntarily accepts the financial vulnerability, aware of the possible 
risks and rewards of her choice. If something were to go wrong, like a divorce from her partner, the 
breadwinner, she would be on her own. This, however, is the injustice of the luck egalitarian 
																																																								
16 Susan Muller Okin, "Vulnerability by Marriage." In Justice, Gender, and the Family (New York.: Basic Books, 1989): 134-
170.   
17 Anderson, “What is the Point of Equality?”.   
18 Lippert-Rasmussen, Luck Egalitarianism, 2.  
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treatment of unpaid caregivers. Choosing to do unpaid care work is not a clear-cut voluntary 
gamble; instead, it is a choice made under unique constraints, for which gendered social pressure is 
responsible.  
 I hold, drawing on the feminist scholarship of Susan Okin, E.J. Graff, and Joan Tronto, that 
most women who choose to do unpaid care work do not genuinely choose their position. Rather, 
most women are forced to choose between care and wage earning because of the incentive structure 
in place for women that makes this choice a necessary and difficult one. In other words, the choice 
to do unpaid care work is not analogous to the choice to pursue a music as a career. One who 
chooses to pursue music instead of pursuing a less-risky career does not do so because of social 
factors that press, bind, and mold her into believing she must be a musician.19 On the other hand, 
women are pressed, bound, and molded into believing they must be the primary caretakers of 
homes, children, and sick and elderly family members and if they buck tradition, they face shame, 
disapproval, and the like.20   
Susan Okin, in “Vulnerability by Marriage,” addresses the fact that “the gendered family 
radically limits the equality of opportunity of woman and girls of all classes.”21 Okin makes clear that 
a woman’s choices before choosing dependency are impacted by the knowledge that at some point in 
her life, she will depend on her partner financially and take care of the home, earning no wage, while 
he works.22 Her whole life prepares her for this vulnerability, from her level and rigor of schooling 
to her chosen skill specialization to her chosen career path, so of course, she chooses to do the lion’s 
share of the unpaid work when she has children and a home to care for. Though, as Okin contends, 
this makes her vulnerable.23 If her marriage is to dissolve, she is at a tremendous economic 
																																																								
19 Marilyn Frye, “Oppression,” in Politics of Reality (Berkeley: Crossing Press, 1983).  
20 Ibid.  
21 Okin, “Vulnerability,” 134.   
22 Ibid.   
23 Okin, “Vulnerability.” 
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disadvantage, usually encumbered by children and decreased earning power, having been out of the 
workforce for so many years.24 After a period of doing mostly unpaid work, independence, especially 
at a similar standard of living, may be impossible without assistance. The risk of this vulnerability 
may be known to a woman before marriage and/or children, but when she chooses to do unpaid 
care work, she does so because social factors at many levels, from societal to interpersonal, have 
taught her that unpaid care work is the right choice for her family and her future.  
While Okin’s article is dated and more women are in the workforce now than in were 1989,25 
women still face the same pressures to do the majority of the house and care work.26 Now women 
try to juggle both, but because of social pressure to do all the domestic work, their careers suffer. A 
2013 Pew Research study found that though millennial women worked for near pay parity with their 
male peers, as the group aged, the pay gap widened because “marriage and motherhood are both 
associated with less time spent on paid work-related activities.”27 The same survey reported that 
“mothers are three times as likely as fathers to say that being a working parent has made it harder for 
them to advance in their job or career (51% vs. 16%).”28 There are few options for non-working 
mothers who want to work again or working mothers who face career setbacks given family needs.29 
Gendered social expectations make it so that just getting job while doing the lion’s share of house 
and care work is extremely difficult. As E.J. Graff says, “You find that staying home wasn’t these 
women’s first choice, or even their second. Rather, every other door slammed.”30 Often, mothers 
																																																								
24 Ibid.  
25 United States Department of Labor, “Women in the Labor Force,” United States Department of Labor, 2016, 
https://www.dol.gov/wb/stats/NEWSTATS/facts/women_lf.htm#one.  
26 Pew Research Center, “Raising Kids and Running a Household: How Working Parents Share the Load,” November 4, 
2015, http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2015/11/04/raising-kids-and-running-a-household-how-working-parents-share-
the-load/.  
27 Pew Research Center, “On Pay Gap, Millennial Women Near Parity – For Now,” December 11, 2013, 
http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2013/12/11/on-pay-gap-millennial-women-near-parity-for-now/.  
28 Ibid.  
29 Pew, “On Millenial Pay Gap”.  
30 E.J. Graff, “The Opt-Out Myth,” Columbia Journalism Review, March/April 2007, 
http://archives.cjr.org/essay/the_optout_myth.php.  
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leave their jobs and choose to do unpaid care work because of “workplace inflexibility,” which 
makes it difficult to balance the demands of their careers and their families at the same time.31 And 
this disparity is not theoretical. A Pew survey states, “Roughly one-in-four mothers (27%) say they 
quit their job at some point for family reasons (compared with only 10% of men).”32 If pressed to 
get a job, many women find it difficult to find one that is both sufficiently compensated and 
flexible.33 As Graff notes, women have agency and make choices, but their choices are highly 
constrained. To be fair, all choices are constrained by social, political, and economic conditions, but 
women’s choices with respect to paid and unpaid work are uniquely constrained.  
Joan Tronto recognizes the unique constraints women face with respect to work in her 
book, Caring Democracy. She writes, “Although it is no longer a reality for most households in the 
United States, the traditional view of the household as consisting of a ‘breadwinner’ and a ‘caregiver’ 
persist in cultural thinking and in many of our public policies.”34 School hours, usually 7:30AM to 
2:30PM, do not match up with work hours, usually 9:00AM to 5:00PM, making it difficult for 
parents to work and care for their children.35 According to a study done by the Center for American 
Progress, the incongruity between school and work schedules forces working parents to miss 
important school-related events, find external childcare at a high cost, and max out their paid leave 
and vacation, all of which have a disproportionate impact on low-income, African-American, and 
Latinx families.36 The mismatch, and resulting consequences, is a prime example of the traditional 
household (wage-earning husband with a non-wage-earning wife) persisting in policy. It is evident 
																																																								
31 Ibid.  
32 Anna Brown and Eileen Patten, “The narrowing, but persistent, gender gap in pay,” Pew Research Center, April 3, 2017, 
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/04/03/gender-pay-gap-facts/.  
33 Graff, “The Opt-Out Myth”; Judith Warner, “The Opt-Out Generation Wants Back In,” The New York Times, August 
7, 2013, http://www.nytimes.com/2013/08/11/magazine/the-opt-out-generation-wants-back-
in.html?pagewanted=all&_r=1.  
34 Joan Tronto, Caring Democracy (New York: New York University Press, 2013): 80.  
35 Tronto, Caring Democracy, 175.  
36 Catherine Brown, Ulrich Boser, and Perpetual Baffour, “Workin’ 9 to 5,” Center for American Progress, October 11, 2016, 
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/education-k-12/reports/2016/10/11/145084/workin-9-to-5-2/.  
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that school policy still assumes one parent will take on less paid work to bear the caretaking 
responsibilities and usually, that parent is the mother.  
Like Okin and Graff, Tronto understands care as gendered in contemporary U.S. society, so 
she sees society push mothers to assume caretaking duties, while pushing men to “provide,” giving 
fathers a “pass” from domestic responsibilities.37 She writes, “In our usual sense of the term, ‘care’ is 
seen as women’s work....it is, however, to say that the current constructions of masculinity and 
femininity permit men to avoid having to take, or to think much about, the responsibilities for the 
caring tasks assigned to women.”38  Okin, Tronto, and Graff see that women are socialized into the 
caregiver role and society does little to destabilize this gendered conditioning. But, this pervasive 
socialization does not mean that women are devoid of agency in this situation. If the statistics 
included in this paper show anything, they show that women are making choices about their work 
and caretaking responsibilities but that their choices are highly constrained by social expectations 
and policies that reinforce those expectations.  These constraints make it nearly impossible to treat a 
woman’s choice to do more unpaid care work at the expense of wage-earning work as purely within 
her control.  
 Now that I have considered the constraints on the choice to do unpaid care work, I will turn 
to a more thorough analysis of how luck egalitarians treat unpaid caregivers within their framework. 
Though Arneson does not address unpaid caregivers directly, his most luck egalitarian argument 
would treat unpaid caregivers as responsible for their own vulnerability and thus, would argue that 
they are not entitled to compensation if their relationships to breadwinners are to dissolve. Of 
Arneson’s luck egalitarian work, Elizabeth Anderson writes, “Arneson would not require 
accommodation of people who are disabled by their own fault. Dependent caretakers also would not 
																																																								
37 Tronto, Caring Democracy, 58.  
38 Ibid, 68.  
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get much help from Arneson….People who want to avoid the vulnerabilities that attend dependent 
caretaking must therefore decide to care only for themselves.”39 For example, Arneson would see no 
justification for compensating a woman who cared for her young children at the expense of her 
career if she and her husband, her source of financial stability, were to divorce. In my view, this 
amounts to luck egalitarians treating unpaid caregivers harshly and as if their choices to do unpaid 
care work is equivalent to a single man without dependents willfully doing no work. This treatment 
fails to grapple with the social expectations women face with respect to work and highlights the 
weakness of relying on choice to structure distributive justice.  
  Unlike Arneson, Nicholas Barry addresses head-on the choice problem as it relates to 
unpaid care work in his defense of luck egalitarianism. He amends luck egalitarianism by reducing 
the choice to do unpaid care work and take on its associated vulnerability to a matter of bad brute 
luck, as its effects fall disproportionately on women. Thus, following the luck egalitarian core claim, 
women in this position could then be compensated if misfortune were to befall them. He writes, 
“This means that, although the inequality results from a chosen act [i.e. choosing to do unpaid care 
work], it reflects brute bad luck, not bad option luck, and should be corrected.”40 In other words, if 
an inequality can be traced to a morally arbitrary characteristic that results in inequality in society, as 
gender does, Barry believes that it is no longer a matter of option-luck.  
However, he goes a step further and argues that luck egalitarianism is not a comprehensive 
theory of justice. Rather, it is one value within an egalitarian understanding of justice, so egalitarians 
should be able to choose between other understandings of justice and the luck egalitarian 
understanding of justice. On this point, he writes, “In some circumstances, egalitarian justice 
demands that victims of bad option-luck be given assistance. Yet [luck egalitarianism] is based on 
																																																								
39 Anderson, “What is the Point of Equality?”, 299.  
40 Nicholas Barry, “Defending Luck Egalitarianism,” Journal of Applied Philosophy 27, no. 1 (2006): 97. 
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the idea that victims of brute bad luck deserve compensation whilst victims of bad option-luck do 
not.”41 However, this step leads Barry to accept equality of outcome, as opposed to commit to luck 
egalitarianism.42 While it appears to attack the choice problem where unpaid caregivers are 
concerned, Barry’s amendment stops short of requiring luck egalitarians to really grapple with the 
choice problem. Instead, it allows for the picking and choosing of egalitarian values where it suits, 
undermining the luck egalitarian project, which aims to incorporate strong ideas about personal 
choice into egalitarian justice.  
The choice to do unpaid care work does not neatly fit into the luck or choice baskets that 
luck egalitarianism relies on because of the gendered social pressure that strongly influences the 
choice. It is possible that an amendment could do luck egalitarianism good here, but I am doubtful 
of its power. As examined, Barry attempts to amend luck egalitarianism by making it more sensitive 
to gendered social pressure, but his amendment makes it so that equality of outcome is a suitable 
substitute for luck egalitarianism, undermining the whole project. Because luck egalitarianism relies 
on the choice-luck distinction, no amendment can be made to fairly accommodate the choice to do 
unpaid care work given its close relationship to structural social factors that shape, limit, and restrict 
women’s choices.  
Section 2: The market-orientation of luck egalitarianism 
 The logical implication of the previous section would be to say that if people really did 
choose to do unpaid care work (men or women) in a position free of social pressure, the luck 
egalitarian treatment of vulnerable unpaid caregivers would be just. But I do not want to take this 
line of argument. Instead, in this section, I argue that if the decision to be an unpaid care worker is 
																																																								
41 Barry, “Defending Luck Egalitarianism,” 99.  
42 Ibid, 100. 
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genuinely and freely made, luck egalitarian distributive justice still treats unpaid caregivers unfairly 
because it relies on standards of occupational responsibility and prudence that are market-centric.  
I argue here that unpaid care work does have value and that the market does not measure its 
value fairly. Further, I contend that luck egalitarianism uses the market evaluation of work to 
determine the prudence and responsibility of individuals’ occupational choices. Because an 
individual’s occupational choices are integral to the luck egalitarian determination of a just 
distribution of some good, luck egalitarianism implicitly puts the market at the center of its theory of 
justice. Because the market has within it biases against certain kinds of work, especially care work, 
market-centric luck egalitarianism is unfair to unpaid care workers.  
Contrary to the market evaluation, caretaking is valuable work. A lot of care work goes 
unpaid in contemporary U.S. society, though there is a segment of the population that earns wages 
as care workers. Paid caregivers work, for example, in daycare centers, nursing homes, and pre-
kindergarten schools. There are also a large number of people employed in private homes as nannies 
or babysitters, cooks, nurses, and other caregivers who earn a wage. As Joan Tronto notes, a 2009 
economic study of Massachusetts found that the value of paid care work in the state was $48.6 
billion, 13% of the state’s economy.43 Paid care workers, though they make up a significant part of 
the economy, are chronically underpaid and thus undervalued in the market economy.44 While the 
low wage garnered by waged care workers is cause for concern, it is not the focus of this paper. In 
this paper, I am concentrating on unpaid care work and those who do it.  
																																																								
43 Tronto, Caring Democracy, 114.  
44 Claire Zillman, “The worst paying fastest-growing job in America,” Fortune,  http://fortune.com/2014/09/15/home-
care-workers/, September 15, 2014; Rebecca Ullrich, Katie Hamm, and Rachel Herdzfelt-Kamprath, “Underpaid and 
Unequal,” Center for American Progress, https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/early-
childhood/reports/2016/08/26/141738/underpaid-and-unequal/, August 26, 2016; Mignon Duffy, Randy Albelda, and 
Clare Hammonds, “Counting Care Work: The Empirical and Policy Applications of Care Theory,” Social Problems 60 (2) 
(2013): 145–167. 
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In many homes, parents, usually mothers, care for their children, cook meals, clean dishes, 
and take children to and from school without formal compensation. In addition, many adults, again 
usually women, care for their elderly and/or sick relatives.45 This work is unpaid and considered 
outside of the market, but it can be expressed in market terms. In the same 2009 study of 
Massachusetts, economists found that unpaid care work was worth $104.8 billion.46 While this 
number expresses the high value of unpaid care work, market terms cannot express its full value.47 
To this point, Joan Tronto writes:  
Unpaid care is worth more than double the amount of paid care. But why calculate ‘unpaid 
care’ in economic terms anyway? Why does an economic value somehow make the care issue 
more tangible and real than the daily experience people have of trying to balance and meet all 
of their caring needs?48 
More than just its dollar value, unpaid care work within the family expresses familial devotion, love, 
and commitment.49 Anne-Marie Slaughter writes, “Our progress…flows from our identity as social 
animals, connected to one another through ties of love, kinship, and clanship…Caring is part and 
parcel of building community.”50 Furthermore, caregiving is a necessity. Societies need people to 
take care of children, the elderly, and the sick, allowing others to put their energies elsewhere, 
perhaps into the productive market economy. Duffy, Albelda, and Hammonds write, “Care work 
creates benefits for society beyond the individual who is the direct recipient of the care.”51 Without 
people to care for others, society could not function. Thus, while thinking of care work in terms of 
the market is useful, the monetary value of care work does not express its full value to society. Care 
																																																								
45 Liz O’Donnell, “The Crisis Facing America’s Working Daughters,” The Atlantic, February 9, 2016, 
https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2016/02/working-daughters-eldercare/459249/  
46 Tronto, Caring Democracy, 114.  
47 Anne-Marie Slaughter, “The US Economy Does Not Value Caregivers,” The Atlantic, 
https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2014/01/the-us-economy-does-not-value-caregivers/282887/, January 
9, 2014.  
48 Tronto, Caring Democracy, 114.    
49 Paula England, Michelle Budig, Nancy Folbre, “Wages of Virtue: The Relative Pay of Care Work,” Social Problems 49, 
no. 4 (2002): 457.  
50 Slaughter, “The US Economy”.  
51 Duffy, Albelda, and Hammonds, “Counting Care Work,” 150.  
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work is a site and practice of important societal values and services, it should be recognized for its 
overall value to society. Thinking of care work as more than just its dollar value challenges the market 
logic; or in other words, it challenges the idea that the market is capable of determining the full value 
of an activity, practice, or occupation.  
Yet the market is at the core of luck egalitarianism, leaving it unable to accommodate care 
work. The core claim of luck egalitarian justice requires that individuals be compensated for 
inequalities that result from unchosen misfortune but left alone when choices result in misfortune. Of 
luck egalitarianism’s core claim Arneson writes, “It is morally fitting to hold individuals responsible 
for the foreseeable consequences of their voluntary choices.”52 I explored this distinction in the 
previous section, but here I want to deal with another aspect of the luck egalitarian project: how luck 
egalitarians understand responsible and prudent choices.  For the luck egalitarian, a just distribution 
must exclude the irresponsible and imprudent vis-à-vis their irresponsibility and imprudence. To 
luck egalitarians, the irresponsible make irresponsible voluntary choices whose consequences they 
must endure largely without compensation or assistance from the state. In the literature, 
irresponsible individuals are often painted as those who make reckless decisions, like driving a car 
without regard to traffic laws or insurance,53 or those who make decisions that are in conflict with 
their best interest, like those who take up smoking cigarettes even though the risk of lung cancer and 
other negative health effects are known to them.54  
In addition to the clearer cut cases of irresponsible choices, the luck egalitarian literature is 
rife with examples regarding choice of occupation or work ethic. Luck egalitarians regularly use 
examples where people choose to make less money than they could to illustrate how people must 
bear the negative consequences of their voluntary choices when bad luck comes their way. In these 
																																																								
52 Arneson, “Equality and Equal Opportunity for Welfare,”: 88 
53 Anderson, “What’s the Point of Equality?”, 296.  
54 Shlomi Segall, Equality and Opportunity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014)   
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work-based examples, the lazy, imprudent, irresponsible person is usually rendered as one who 
disregards responsible and prudent occupational choices. The standard of responsible and prudent 
occupational choices used is not one luck egalitarians produce themselves. Instead, they rely on 
market measures of productive work to determine what choices have consequences that agents are 
bound to bear. Richard Arneson writes:  
The rough idea here is that given that one has failed to conform one’s behavior to a social 
standard, and that the extent of this failure to conform partly determines one’s social justice duties 
and entitlements, what matters ultimately is not just that one’s behavior misses the mark but the 
degree to which it is reasonable to hold one fully responsible for this behavior....55  
 
Arneson does not explain what this social standard is, but it is clear that he is using some social 
standard at the heart of his formulation of luck egalitarianism. Arneson’s theory of distributive 
justice works within the market as it is currently constructed, and thus, his theory uses the market 
understanding of the work ethic and corresponding responsible choices as its default. Arneson does 
not call for the changing of economic norms or a restructuring of the market, so he has likely 
internalized the market valuation of work, which carries within it a devaluation of certain kinds of 
work, namely care work.56  
 In the literature, luck egalitarians elaborate on this “social standard” through colorful 
examples of persons and occupations that illustrate the socially defined standard of prudence and 
responsibility (or imprudence and irresponsibility). One such example is the Alfred Doolittle 
example offered by Arneson. He argues that an egalitarian theory of justice should not include the 
undeserving, imprudent, and/or irresponsible poor. He writes:  
It struck me as odd that the basic distributive justice norm called for maximizing the income 
and other basic resources of a group of people that includes the Alfred Doolittles of the 
world—Doolittle being a working-class sage and self-declared representative of the 
undeserving poor, a scrounger who tries to sell the sexual services of his daughter…57 																																																								
55 Richard Arneson, “Luck Egalitarianism—A Primer,” in Responsibility and Distributive Justice, Carl Knight and Zofia 
Stemplowska, eds. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011): 30, emphasis added.  
56 Tronto, Caring Democracy.  
57 Arneson, “Luck Egalitarianism—A Primer,” 29, emphasis added.   
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For Arneson, Doolittle clearly does not live up to the appropriate social standard, as he is a 
scrounger, who does not work for a wage. While Arneson does not completely explain what he has 
in mind when he offers the social standard litmus for responsible choices and deservingness of 
compensation for bad luck, he begins to paint a picture with Doolittle. Because Doolittle gets little 
assistance from Arneson, it is clear that he puts the market work ethic and market understanding of 
a valuable occupation at the center of his theory of distributive justice. He wants to reward those 
who exhibit a market-oriented prudence by earning wages. His theory of justice requires a focus on 
“prudent virtuous people in need,”58 and he builds his theory on the distinction between those who 
choose their work prudently and imprudently.59 
 While Arneson’s Doolittle example is a helpful insight into the luck egalitarian default 
understanding of responsible and prudent choices, it is not the only one. Will Kymlicka expands on 
Arneson’s example with his own example contrasting the tennis-player and the gardener. On his 
picture, the gardener is far more hard-working than the tennis-player, who “only works long 
enough…to sustain his desired lifestyle.”60 Kymlicka recognizes that the gardener “has to pay for the 
costs of her choices—i.e. she forgoes leisure…But [the tennis player] does not have to pay for the 
costs of his choice,” as his lifestyle would be subsidized under a version of distributive egalitarianism 
that does not account for his imprudent choice of occupation.61 Like Arneson, Kymlicka gives an 
example illustrating the default understanding of responsibility and prudence on which luck 
egalitarian distributive justice rests. For luck egalitarians, prudence and responsibility are associated 
with wage earning, i.e. not Alfred Doolittle, and with productivity, i.e. the gardener. Whether a 
person is entitled to compensation if she is unlucky depends on whether or not she behaved 
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responsibly and prudently, according to a social standard. The determination of her responsibility, 
prudence, and adherence to a social standard depend on market measures.  
While Doolittle and the tennis-player offer insight into what occupational irresponsibility 
and imprudence look like to a luck egalitarian, it is not clear if Arneson, or other luck egalitarians, 
consider unpaid caretaking to be an irresponsible or imprudent choice. Arneson does not address 
caregivers directly, but he offers a somewhat analogous case when he contrasts Harry and Sally. Sally 
is what Arneson describes as a self-sacrificer; she “devotes her life and fortune to the poor of 
Calcutta,”62 ending up poor herself. In his example, it is not clear if she earns a wage, but it is clear 
that she ends poorer than when she began her work, “licking stamps for a good cause.”63 On the 
other hand, there is Harry, who “behaves with impeccable bourgeois prudence,”64 ending up fairly 
well off. For Arneson, Sally makes the choice to serve the poor, and while it makes her badly off, it 
is still a voluntary choice for which she must endure the consequences without assistance from the 
state. For luck egalitarians, this is an “inequality [that] has arisen in impeccable option-luck 
fashion.”65 On Arneson’s picture, Sally is not one of the prudent, needy people that his theory of 
justice focuses on; instead, she must endure her poverty because she chose it. 66  
Luck egalitarians are careful to say, especially in cases of “voluntary do-goodism” like 
Sally’s,67 that such work is not unworthy of doing, though most are hesitant to completely 
restructure the theory to accommodate people who choose to some worthy work at the expense of 
“impeccable bourgeois prudence.”68 Unpaid care work falls into a similar category to the “do-
goodism” of Sally. Most luck egalitarians would probably not hold that caretaking is an imprudent or 
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irresponsible activity. Yet luck egalitarianism relegates these kinds of voluntary choices to a gray area 
in the theory. In an idealized world where the choice to do unpaid care work is a genuine one, it 
would be treated as any other occupational choice under luck egalitarianism. That is, in such an 
idealized world, unpaid caregivers are left to the consequences of their choices, even if choosing to 
do unpaid care work means suffering dire consequences.  
 Luck egalitarianism, at its core, claims that people are liable for the consequences of their 
voluntary choices, even when the consequences of those choices are poverty and/or destitution. 
Luck egalitarians are especially sensitive to leaving the imprudent and irresponsible out of a 
redistributive scheme, and to determine the prudence and responsibility of choices, luck egalitarians 
use the market standard as the default. Even when choices are not irresponsible or imprudent, luck 
egalitarians accept the market judgment of work without pushing for a change in the way the market 
evaluates work that is worthwhile but unpaid. This puts the market front and center in determining a 
just distribution of goods for luck egalitarians.  
 The market, however, should not be so central in determining distributive justice. As argued 
above, the market does not properly evaluate all work and all workers. The market has in it a bias 
towards a certain kind of work and work ethic. The market undervalues care work, especially when it 
is done for no formal wage. Of this problem, Tronto writes, “The idea that the only socially valuable 
work is that which produces monetary income reflects a bias in our thinking about public and 
private life.”69 Under the default luck egalitarian understanding of responsible and prudent choices, 
unpaid caregivers are not considered to choose responsibly and prudently. To defenders of luck 
egalitarianism, unpaid caregivers choose to be badly off, even though they work and do good. 
Because unpaid care work considered a voluntary occupational choice to the luck egalitarian, the 
state is not required to offer compensation or assistance when it is needed. For example, consider a 																																																								
69 Tronto, Caring Democracy, 84.  
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woman who genuinely chooses to stay home with her children through their formative years. She 
and her children depend on her husband’s wages to support their lives. He provides the capital for 
their home, their food, their running water, and so on. But suppose, after ten years, the marriage 
crumbles, and the couple divorces. Their divorce cripples the woman financially. After being out of 
the wage-earning workforce for so long, she cannot attain employment that matches her needs and 
the needs of her family. As a result of her choice to take care of her children in their formative years, 
she suffers destitution. According to the core claim of luck egalitarianism, her suffering is justified; 
she must stand the consequences of her voluntary choice. But, this stance disregards the value of 
care work and care workers. The luck egalitarian core claim renders dependent caregivers, like the 
one described above, unable to obtain compensation if (and when) misfortune befalls them, possibly 
relegating them to lives of destitution. This harsh treatment, of divorced and financially vulnerable 
stay-at-home mothers, for example, is unacceptable in an egalitarian theory of justice. 
Section 3: The problem of treating unpaid caregivers as deviations from the norm 
 
 In the previous two sections, I dealt with the choice-ness of unpaid care work and the harsh 
treatment of unpaid care workers under the market-centric default rendering of luck egalitarianism. 
In this section, I will consider two amendments made to the luck egalitarian project that tend to the 
harsh treatment of unpaid caregivers. While these amendments help remedy the harsh treatment 
problem, they introduce a new problem for luck egalitarians: the problem of treating unpaid care 
workers as deviations from the norm.  
Again, the core claim of luck egalitarianism holds that individuals must bear the 
consequences of their voluntary choices, even if the consequences are dire. If luck egalitarians see 
the choice to be unpaid caregiver as a completely voluntary one, unpaid caregivers must bear the 
consequences of that choice, even when doing so exposes them to vulnerability and destitution. 
Some defenders of luck egalitarianism, however, have made amendments to this core claim and its 
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treatment of unpaid care work, in recognition of this harsh treatment problem. The friendly 
amendments to luck egalitarianism reflect concerns with the standard luck egalitarian treatment of 
unpaid caregivers and the market evaluation of care work more generally.  
One such defender is Carl Knight, who offers an amendment specifically on behalf of 
women who do unpaid care work. Knight recognizes that luck egalitarianism uses the default market 
standard to evaluate work and workers. He argues that luck egalitarianism relies “on social systems 
that presume the male economic agent as the norm,”70 and has struggled to incorporate many 
feminist critiques of the market as it is currently structured.71 His amendment to the luck egalitarian 
project requires a restructuring of the market economy to compensate for unpaid activities that 
contribute valuably to society. He writes, “luck egalitarianism as it has been developed has failed to 
come fully to terms with feminist critiques of markets…The way out for the luck egalitarian is to 
regulate markets by social value.”72 Knight’s proposal is to “pick out the choice to perform these socially 
valuable activities as one type of individual choice that we are prepared to subsidize.”73 Thus, on 
Knight’s luck egalitarian picture, a stay-at-home mother who gets divorced will not be exposed to 
near-complete financial ruin because her work caring for her children and home would be 
subsidized. Her work, which is unpaid in the market economy, would now garner some society-
subsidized compensation. In this way, Knight deviates from the default internalization of market-
determined value. Knight’s amendment pushes luck egalitarianism to accommodate unpaid care 
workers and the valuable work they provide for society.  
Like Knight, Andrew Mason believes that luck egalitarianism can be amended in order to 
more justly accommodate unpaid care workers. Mason is sympathetic to luck egalitarianism but 
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recognizes the problem the theory faces with respect to the harsh treatment of “career-sacrificing 
mothers” in particular.74 His amendment differs from Knight’s because it does not address the 
market or draw upon caregiving’s social value. Instead, Mason’s amendment calls for luck 
egalitarians to reshape their understanding of voluntary choice and personal responsibility where 
there are powerful norms that keep individuals from being completely self-sufficient and/or 
financially stable.75 He wants to use “responsiveness to reason”76 as a guide for whether something is 
within the agent’s control and thus, whether such a thing is the agent’s voluntary choice. Mason 
writes, “The responsiveness to reason conception [focuses] on whether [an agent’s] preferences and 
behavior are subject to his reason in the appropriate way.”77 However, he makes an exception for 
mothers who forgo wage earning, whether in full or in part, in order to care for their families. For 
mothers, the “responsiveness to reason” standard does not hold because powerful norms push 
women, more so than men, to do unpaid care work instead of wage-earning work. Mason’s 
amendment confronts the issue I dealt with in the first section, as he argues that “career-sacrificing 
mothers” cannot be held responsible in the same way that Alfred Doolittle or the tennis-player are. 
Thus, for Mason, the choice mothers make is not a completely voluntary one, and they should not 
be left to bear the consequences completely on their own.78 However, Mason does not explicitly 
offer an answer to how mothers should be compensated if they are made vulnerable, nor does he 
argue that their unpaid activities should be subsidized when no misfortune befalls them. For 
instance, the recently divorced stay-at-home mother would receive compensation if she could 
demonstrate the strength of the norm that pushed her into the home, but, if instead of getting 
divorced, she lives happily ever after, her work in the home would not be subsidized. Moreover, if 
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there were no norm, career-sacrificing mothers (and fathers) would have to go without assistance in 
the face of misfortune. For example, if a woman and her husband were to divorce and her husband 
was the one who stayed at home with the children, it is unclear if he, though financially vulnerable 
after the divorce, would receive any help from Mason. Therefore, though Mason’s amendment 
would help “career-sacrificing mothers” in a world with strong and pervasive gendered norms, it 
would not help in an idealized world where the choice to be an unpaid caregiver is an unpressured 
and completely voluntary one, where no social norms push women (or men) into unpaid work.  
While Knight’s and Mason’s amendments are powerful and do aid in fixing one luck 
egalitarian error by allowing unpaid caregivers state-subsidized compensation if misfortune befalls 
them, neither amendment does anything to correct the fact that the market standard remains at the 
center of the luck egalitarian project. Thus, while the amendments make exception to the market 
standard to the benefit of unpaid care workers, they still use the market-centric standard as the 
default. Furthermore, both Knight’s and Mason’s amendments make special exceptions for unpaid 
care workers, leading luck egalitarians down a tricky path. Both imply that luck egalitarians would be 
able to create some lists of acceptable deviations from the default position. For Knight, the solution 
is to create a list of socially valuable activities that “[luck egalitarians] are prepared to subsidize.”79 
Who creates the list and by what process it is created are unclear in his theory. For Mason, the 
solution is to subsidize otherwise voluntary choices if and only if there is a powerful norm in place 
that influences the choice. For him, a list of sufficiently powerful norms and the people affected by 
them would be needed to determine if something is an exception, though it is unclear exactly which 
norms would qualify as sufficiently powerful and how those affected by them would prove it. While 
both amendments detailed in this section propose solutions to the harsh treatment of dependent 
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caretakers, they do so by making exceptions to the default luck egalitarian rendering of justice based 
on social value or social norms.  
Again, Knight’s amendment requires separating the socially valuable from the not socially 
valuable, but it is hard to imagine separating the two in practice. Anyone could argue for the social 
value of his or her work, and feasibly, anyone could drum up arguments against it. Perhaps I could 
argue someone who plants flowers along the highway is not devoting her time to a socially valuable 
occupation because I do not care what I see when I drive on I-85. But it seems plausible that the 
flower-planter could make a compelling case for her occupation’s social value; she is adding beauty 
to the otherwise dismal highway landscape, for example, making it more aesthetically pleasing for 
drivers and nearby residents. Though Knight’s amendment offers compensation for the flower-
planter, it is unclear if she would get it because Knight leaves most of the particulars of his 
amendment unspecified. Further, Mason’s amendment runs into a similar issue with specifics. 
Mason’s amendment requires some standard of norm strength to alter the standard responsiveness 
to reason conception. Thus, to use the flower-planter again, if the flower-planter could prove that 
there was a powerful norm in place that pushed her to become a flower-planter, Mason would have 
to grant that her activity should be subsidized. Imagine that she comes from a long line of flower-
planters, and until recently, planting flowers along the highway garnered a good wage. But now, the 
flower-planter gets no wage from planting flowers. Mason does not specify a standard of sufficient 
norm strength, so in this case, the flower-planter (or anyone else that feels compelled to do unpaid 
work) could be able to argue that powerful norms pushed her to do so and receive assistance when 
needed. But because the standard is unspecified, it is again unclear if the flower-planter really would 
qualify for a subsidy.  
 Although both Knight and Mason have good reasons for creating exceptions to the luck 
egalitarian rule, they both endorse the core claim of luck egalitarianism—that individuals should bear 
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the costs of their voluntary choices—while simultaneously endorsing a separate system of 
distributive justice that makes exceptions based on the content and context of the choices 
individuals make. The problem with these amendments is precisely that they argue that a theory of 
justice can make exceptions for certain people, given they meet certain criteria. Knight places 
individuals who do socially valuable work for no wage in a special category, separating them from 
everyone else, whose choices are judged according to luck egalitarianism’s core claim. Similarly, 
Mason argues that individuals subject to powerful norms about work are entitled to compensation 
that unpressured individuals are not. This treatment of some people as deviations from the norm or 
as special exceptions to the norm is the wrong path to take. In effect, Knight and Mason are 
endorsing two separate theories of justice at once. They both defend the core claim of luck 
egalitarianism, but in making these exceptions, they endorse a separate understanding of what justice 
requires when it comes to individuals who do unpaid work.  
Moreover, it is hard to imagine how working with these exceptions would be put into 
practice in a just manner. The state would likely have to sort people into two classes: wage-earners 
(paid) and non-wage-earners (unpaid). The paid class would have their income determined by 
market mechanisms, like the supply and demand for their skills and services. But the unpaid class 
would have their income determined by the state. It is unclear how this would really work, but if it 
were to work at all, there would need to be a large state apparatus for people to apply for, opt in to, 
or be sorted into based on their tax returns, for example. From there, the state would have to make 
judgments about the social value of the unpaid work each individual devotes time to, or about the 
strength of the norms about work to which each individual is subject. These amendments propose 
that the state do something that the state generally tries not to do: evaluate work according to its 
own standards in place of market standards. Usually in a liberal society, the compensation of work is 
left to the market. The market determines the value of work based on its relative scarcity and via 
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labor costs (i.e. wages), sends signals to workers about what work is valued relative to other kinds of 
work.80 In the previous section, I pointed to some of the problems with this mode of occupational 
evaluation, especially where care work is concerned, but it is unclear if it would be preferable to have 
the state assigning a monetary value to work based on the vague criterion of social value. What 
standard would the state use to assign a dollar value to an hour of socially valuable work, provided 
that the state could definitively decide that said work is socially valuable? 
Generally, the state is loath to assign value to work independent of the market, even in 
public sector jobs. In public institutions, such as state universities, personnel are compensated based 
on market rates for their services. For instance, the state of North Carolina’s official compensation 
policy is “to compensate its employees at a level sufficient to encourage excellence of performance 
and to maintain the labor market competitiveness necessary to recruit, retain, and develop a competent 
and diverse workforce.”81 Thus, the state of North Carolina does not just decide to pay Larry 
Fedora, head football coach at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, $50,000 per year. 
Instead, the state looks at the labor market for head football coaches and upon assessing the other 
salaries in the field, the state pays $460,000 of Fedora’s $2.29 million salary.82 Market mechanisms 
are by no means perfect, in college sports or in caregiving, but they are not arbitrary. The market 
responds to the relative scarcity of labor in certain fields and at certain skill levels and based on the 
relative scarcity, compensates accordingly. The state has no similar mechanism. For the state to 
compensate work according to social value would be for the state to assign fairly arbitrary value to 
work that, perhaps, the state would not be able to define.  
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Concerns about the state assigning dollar value to socially valuable work notwithstanding, 
what would it actually look like to implement schemes like Knight’s and Mason’s? What forms 
would people have to fill out? How much oversight would there be? Would I get a state-subsidized 
stipend every time I make soup for a sick friend? How would the state even know if I did this kind 
of labor? If we focus on the stay-at-home mother example, we can think through a number of 
specific places where the state would likely need to intervene in her life. First, the state would need 
to know if she earned wages outside of the home. Second, the state would need to understand the 
extent of her caregiving activities to determine the full social value she is providing in caring for her 
children. Presumably, the state would also need to know the extent to which she cooks, cleans, 
gardens, volunteers at her children’s schools, and so on. It is also possible that the state would need 
to evaluate her parenting style and make judgments about how socially valuable it is. For example, it 
may need to know how often she reads to her children and the vocabulary the uses in speaking with 
them, as these correlate with varying levels of achievement later in life.83 If she reads to them often 
and uses an advanced vocabulary when speaking with them, she is likely improving their 
achievement outcomes,84 arguably contributing more to society than the mother who reads less to 
her children and uses a less advanced vocabulary. And maybe, because of her greater contribution, 
perhaps the state would pay her more than the other, less linguistically advanced mother, but it is 
unclear how the state would determine a baseline stay-at-home mother salary at all. I could continue 
to list other kinds of information the state would likely need to evaluate the social value of her 
activity, but the picture that emerges from just the reading example makes it pretty clear that the 
state needs a huge volume and depth of information to determine the social value of an activity. 
Furthermore, this example makes clear that this kind of information gathering and the 
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corresponding assignment of compensation in the hands of the state have the potential to be both 
intrusive and stigmatizing.  
Because the compensation granted to those who do the “right kind” of unpaid work85 would 
come from the state, the issue of fairness comes to the foreground. Do Knight’s and Mason’s 
amendments, which treat unpaid caregivers as special deviations from the luck egalitarian norm, treat 
unpaid caregivers fairly? Given the sketchiness of the theories and the possibility of intrusion and 
stigmatization, the answer is no.  Jonathan Wolff argues against all conditional welfare benefits 
because it is difficult to reconcile respect for others as equals and the information gathering needed 
to implement such conditional welfare schemes.86 He writes:  
We have quite a lot of experience of conditional schemes of welfare payments, and this 
experience is not encouraging. Recall the three ways described in which individuals can come 
to have lower respect-standing: failures of common courtesy, distrust and shameful 
revelation. The systems we know often fall at the first hurdle.87 
On Wolff’s view, conditional welfare schemes fail to respect those in need as equals. It requires that 
those in need “give a humiliating answer to a question it is humiliating even to consider, in order to 
qualify for welfare benefit.”88 This, too, is the case if we consider the stay-at-home mother who tries 
to have her work subsidized by the state as a socially valuable activity. She is subject to all sorts of 
intrusive questions about her parenting, in ways that her peers, who perhaps do not need state 
assistance, are not. The wage-earning father of her children is not subject to those same questions 
about his parenting, if he does not also require state subsidized income. Though it is unclear exactly 
how Knight sees the implementation of his “market regulated by social value,”89 the theory is wide 
open for unfair treatment. The same goes for Mason. It is hard to imagine that a stay-at-home 
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mother would feel completely comfortable having to justify her choice to be a stay-at-home mother 
in the terms of a powerful and pervasive norm that she had no power against. It is also hard to see 
how the father of her children or her peers who are not stay-at-home mothers would be subject to 
such questioning by the state about the norms that shaped their lives.    
Taking time to do unpaid care work, whether for children, elderly or sick relatives, or the 
family home, affects millions of people in the United States every year.90 But, according to Knight 
and Mason, exceptions must be made for these millions of people. A theory of justice should not have 
to make special exceptions for millions of people. Instead, a theory of justice should incorporate the 
concerns of a large swath of the population without treating them differently. A theory of justice 
should attend to the concerns of non-wage earners without having to deviate from the norm. It 
should not have to make special exceptions to protect the millions of people who do unpaid work in 
the home from vulnerability and destitution. Instead, a theory of distributive justice should be able 
to handle these concerns with principles built into the theory itself.  
Conclusion 
In A Theory of Justice, John Rawls writes:  
Our topic, however is that of social justice. For us, the primary subject of justice is the basic 
structure of society, or more exactly, the way in which the major social institutions distribute 
fundamental rights and duties and determine the division of advantages from cooperation.91 
 
The major social institutions Rawls has in mind include the political constitutions, the legal system, 
the economic organization, and the family.92 Any theory of justice should be able to incorporate 
these institutions and make sure that the benefits and burdens of society are distributed justly among 
and within them. However, as I have shown throughout this paper, the core claim of luck 
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egalitarianism is unable to accommodate the family and the unpaid labor that is central to almost all 
families. Luck egalitarianism cannot accommodate the unpaid work that individuals, usually women, 
do to develop, maintain, and support the family.  
Luck egalitarianism privileges paid work and paid workers but ignores the fact that many 
paid workers have families to care for. Instead of trying to separate choice from luck to structure 
redistribution, theories of justice should, at the very least, include making the basic structure of 
society amenable to policies that work to benefit the family. For instance, a policy that aligns the 
school day and work day would make it easier for parents to care for their children directly,93 and 
such a policy would allow working parents, who are usually disproportionally absent from school 
events, to be involved in their children’s schooling without high costs.94 Paid family leave could also 
help to lessen the burden working people have to balance when it comes to their caregiving 
responsibilities. Paid leave could help women, who usually bear the majority of family caregiving 
responsibilities, remain in the workforce and could help families of all classes save money.95 
Furthermore, a universal pre-kindergarten policy can help children and parents alike.96 KJ 
Dell’Antonia writes:  
When public education starts earlier, parents at all income levels benefit….it can allow an 
overwhelmed parent time to breathe or encourage a parent whose decision to remain at 
home was a choice constrained by the economics of child care to return to work 
sooner…Those benefits to parents circle back to the children, who gain not only from the 
intervention in their learning but from having parents who are less stressed by the economic 
effort of parenting.97 
A theory of justice should not focus on conditionally compensating caregivers. Instead, it should 
build the basic structure of society in such a way that society cares about the family. A society that 
																																																								
93 Tronto, Caring Democracy, 175.  
94 Brown, Boser, and Baffour, “Workin’ 9 to 5”.   
95 Claire Cain Miller, “The Economic Benefits of Paid Parental Leave,” The Upshot, The New York Times, January 30, 
2015, https://www.nytimes.com/2015/02/01/upshot/the-economic-benefits-of-paid-parental-leave.html.  
96 KJ Dell-Antonia, “Preschool’s Benefits Extend to Parents,” The Motherlode, The New York Times, February 3, 2014, 
https://parenting.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/02/03/preschools-benefits-extend-to-parents/.  
97 Ibid.  
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cares about the family invests in making the lives of caregivers easier, not harder, by proposing and 
passing legislation that organizes society in a way that is beneficial for caregivers and for those they 
care.  
As Rawls argues, the family is a central institution of society, and any liberal theory of justice 
must be able to work with the family and the unpaid care work that maintains it. The family is a 
major social institution, and because of that, any theory of justice must be able to articulate how the 
burdens and benefits of maintaining the family can be distributed justly. Thinking of care work has 
been an addendum, an afterthought, and an amendment to luck egalitarianism, but it should not be 
secondary. As a major social institution of a liberal society, accommodating care work should be part 
and parcel of any theory of justice that seeks to transform a liberal society. To improve society, 
theorists of justice must think about the family because, as Tronto writes, “If time were organized 












98 Tronto, Caring Democracy, 101.  
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